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Jesse James: Welcome back listeners to feedback, a podcast series brought to you in 
conjunction with the members of the staff disability and long term health conditions forum. 
In Feedback we are trying to share awareness and raise up other communities other 
departments of interest that are helping other communities and inclusive communities 
within the trust and outside the trust that are relevant to our continue conversations. 


I'm joined here with a very special man who's doing something really interesting that | really 
want to get his thoughts on. I'm very excited to introduce Vaughan Parsons welcome to this 
recording. Thank you for participating. 


Vaughan Parsons: Thank you very much for having me, Jesse. 


Jesse James: Vaughn, if you don't mind, if you don't mind telling the people who you are 
and what you do, and we'll go from there. | Know you're working in a role as well as doing 
other stuff as well. So yeah.. just give us a general gist of who you are, what you do, and 
we'll, we'll go from there. 


Vaughan Parsons: Okay, no worries, so my name is Vaughan Parsons, I’m a post-doc 
researcher based in the trust I've worked at Guy's and St. Thomas's NHS foundation trust 
since 2013, principally my role is managing the occupational health research team within 
the trust and we are responsible for conducting research studies that focus on employees if 
you like. 


Some of our work looks at, or is focused on developing new interventions to support 
workers who have a range of different health conditions. Some of our work is focused on 
occupational dermatitis in nurses and we've also done some work looking at the return to 
work of NHS workers on sick leave with a mental health condition. 


Jesse James: That's awesome. | have a personal connection to occupational health 
because I've been through it. I’m a partially sighted person and | was taken through 
occupational health to see if they can assist me in my role.. and they assessed me. It was a 
lovely female doctor. Sadly, | can't remember their name because this was years ago. 


This was a very long time ago and honestly, you guys are doing great work. | know you're 
trying to help people in many different facets and that's one of the reasons we had you on 
as well, because you yourself are embarking on a whole new journey of a very specific 
element, which is why | wanted to have you on, which is something we want to raise 
awareness for because honestly, even I. I'm not the most knowledgeable person about this. 
Even having someone in my family that has this. So, if you don't mind elaborating a little bit 
more on what | am talking about. 


Vaughan Parsons: Yeah, of course. So I've been, leading on a project, looking at the 
impact of stammering or in certain countries around the world, they refer to it as stuttering. 


So looking at the impact of stammering among NHS workers, who live with and manage a 
stammer. So for those listeners who are not kind of, familiar with what stammering is, 
essentially it's a speech disorder that essentially impacts on the smooth flow of speech. 


So if we look at the adult population, we know from existing research that approximately 
1% of the adult population manages a stammer. The ratio between males to females is 
around 4 to 1. So more males will experience a stammer than females. There is a higher 
prevalence of stammering among children. 


So for those listeners will be quite, maybe familiar with children who have had speech 
issues during their childhood but as they progress into adolescents and adults would often 
see that speech then becomes fluid and so stammering is no longer an issue for them. 
Although as | mentioned for about 1% of the adult population they will continue to stammer 
up to adulthood. 


Jesse James: And Vaughn, do you have, uh, do you, | don't even like to use the word 
suffer or affliction - the language of all of these things is very.... 


We have to be careful how we, you know, use the language of this. | don't know if people 
call this an affliction or something, that's just a bit of a hindrance or is it even known as a 
disability? ....is this something that you have.. a stammer? 


Vaughan Parsons: Ah, yes, it is. So I've managed to live with the stigma all of my life, really, 
for as long as | can remember. Speaking, I’ve always had a stammer. Uh, my stammer is 
what we often refer to as, an interiorised or covert stammer. 


So, for the casual listener, they probably wouldn't even, identify or pick up that | even have 
a stammer, but essentially some of the issues that | experience is, there are certain sounds 
that | have difficulty pronouncing and they are often words that start with the letter D for 
instance, or G other people experience problems around other sounds, if you like. 


Jesse James: Yeah. So Vaughn. In preparation for this discussion, | tried to do a little bit of 
research. | just didn't want to go in blind. 


Although | have the uncle growing up, uncle Frank, he used to stutter very heavily, he 
couldn't get out any one sentence without a heavy stutter. We found it very endearing. Uh, 
we loved him for it. He had a nice personality. It was, | don't know. We find it very. Found it 
very charming. It's just to seem to be part of who he was, but | didn't really, apart from him, 
my uncle, | never met anyone, really, that had a, such a pronounced stutter. 


So having this conversation now | wanted to go back and see what online, what 
communities there where and | mentioned this to you in our previous discussion before 
doing this recording, that | found this documentary on YouTube by the BBC called “I can't 


say my name” and it was really interesting to hear different people and different careers, 
avenues telling their story. | wasn't sure that, you know, these people speak for everyone 
because it's obviously a whole spectrum of things and | actually want it to get your opinion. 
What did you think of that documentary and how do you think it was presented? 


Vaughan Parsons: Yeah, so | did watch the documentary. | thought it was very well 
pitched from my own perspective. | thought the title of that program was quite interesting in 
terms of. Um, | can't even say my name, a lot of people who stammer experience a lot of 
problems actually saying their own names. Particularly in group settings and from my own 
experience. 


That's often because it's a word that you cannot replace. So a common experience for 
people who stammer is. The practice of, always looking into the future as you're speaking. 


So.... ‘what am | about to say next’ ‘are there any words or phrases that | know I'm going to 
trip up on’ or ‘have difficulty saying’ and quickly having to think of alternative words 


So if you think of your own name, you can't think of an alternative. name when you're 
introducing yourself to people. | Know some people who have a stammer who intentionally, 
publicly, are known by a different name that they find much easier to say. 


Jesse James: Right... okay. That's Interesting 


Vaughan Parsons: But the young lady who presented the program, who is a producer for 
the BBC, her name is Felicity - you know, she described her own personal experience of 
living with and managing a stammer and how in more recent times, she's been much more 
open about, uh, talking about her stammer. You raised an interesting point earlier on about 
whether this is, uh, what terminology do we use when we think about people with speech 
disorders and the general view these days is whereas we don't tend to use the word 
speech impediment and some advocates within the stammering community don't even see 
it as a speech disorder, but rather this is a societal construct in that gives such currency to 
fluency that anyone who deviates from being fluent is somehow disordered and so we 
actually shouldn't be focusing on changing public opinion and public perception of people 
who stammer or who, who don't maintain. What's socially acceptable around fluency. 


Jesse James: Is there any advice you can give on that? because | want to talk about what 
you're doing with the trust, which is really exciting, but just before we jump on that, is there 
any advice you can give on that for us that are just, you know, partly ignorant or just 
uneducated enough or.... 


Vaughan Parsons: Yeah. So | guess, um, you know, by and large people do individuals 
consider themselves as having a disability. Uh, if they experience a stammer and manage a 
stammer, | personally don't consider myself to be disabled because | have a stammer, it's 
just, it's a condition that | manage. Um, | don't necessarily, as | say, consider myself to 
have a disability, per se and that is a view that's shared by other people who stammer, 
whereas some people would definitely consider themselves as being disabled because of 
their stammer. 


Jesse James: Okay. Vaughan. So | wanna, um, | want you to talk a bit more about this 
really fascinating research you've done into this regarding guy's and St. Thomas's trust, the 
development of a network that you're getting off the ground. 


How did that come about and what are we trying to achieve of this? | want to talk about 
that development there. 


Vaughan Parsons: Ah, Yeah. So, this project or initiative was born out of my own personal 
experience really, and looking at how I've managed my own stammer over the years in the 
workplace and thinking about some of these specific situations that | can often find a little 
tricky, in trying to manage my speech in certain situations in the workplace and wondering 
or wanting to kind of explore this in a bit more detail with my research hat on 


| was interested in looking at what research has been undertaken, exploring the impact of 
stammering in the workplace and how it might impact employees and some of the issues 
with the experience. So | brought this proposal to the trust disability forum with the view of 
potentially setting up a network for NHS workers who stammer, uh, and the forum where, 
um, in principle, happy for me to lead on this but actually asked and rightly so. What are 
some of the issues that NHS staff are experiencing and what is the desire for an NHS 
network for staff who stammer. 


So that kind of led me down a path of doing some exploratory work to get a better 
understanding of some of these issues. 


Jesse James: and how did that go about... how did that go? 


Vaughan Parsons: Well, | approached a small charity who got funding for it, they made it 
possible for me to do some exploratory work. So in essence, What happened is | linked in 
with a speech and language therapist in Australia. He's done some research, specifically 
looking at stammering in the workplace, my colleague at GSTT is an occupational position 
and we set up a survey, that we rolled out across NHS trusts in England. 


We had about 130 NHS organizations promote the survey locally to their staff of whom 470 
staff completed the survey and we got a rich source of information and feedback from staff. 
Specifically around the impact of stammering on job performance, job satisfaction, and also 
quality of life at work by a large unit. 


Some of the key findings we found from that work, was that, stammering does for a large 
proportion of the response was having a negative impact on their job performance and also 
their job satisfaction, bearing in mind, this is all self-report, feedback from staff. 


A lot of anxiety around managing a stammer in the workplace and particularly around 
concerns that it was having a negative impact on people's self identity in the workplace and 
specifically around presenting themselves in a very unprofessional or incompetent manner 
and worry about what impact this was having on, on how they're perceived by colleagues 
and patients and the public and in the workplace. 


Another, | guess, key finding from the study was the impact of avoidance in the workplace, 
people choosing to avoid situations that they find particularly difficult, or anxiety provoking, 
around managing their speech. So for instance, turning up to meetings late to avoid having 
to do the round table introductions, choosing not to do presentations in the workplace 
because of the potential public exposure. 


For them trying to manage their speech, particularly if they're feeling anxious already and 
those who completed the survey were by and large, very supportive of the proposal to set 
up this network. we asked for feedback from them on what specifically that they would find 
helpful and supportive. 


Jesse James: That's great. That's very fascinating. Um, I'm wondering since this network 
is coming to be now, what kind of support? Well, before. And now that we're getting to the 
point where this, network is going to be there, but what support was there in place? Did 
they give any feedback on what support they were getting to help with this before the birth 
of this network? - Did you get any feedback about that? 


Vaughan Parsons: | did. So, we specifically asked, in terms of people's engagement with 
support services, if they were experiencing workplace support and what | found fascinating, 
if not slightly, concerning was the, the interaction and involvement of occupational health 
teams locally. So by and large, we had very, very few people who had reached out to their 
local occupational health departments for advice or support around managing workplace 
difficulties that they may have been experiencing and for a lot of people that was just 
because they weren't aware that occupational health advice was available to them for this 
particular type of condition. 


So there was definitely a need for us to raise the profile of occupational health. Some 
people we found about 50% of those who took part in the survey had received some form 
of speech therapy support, at some point in the past, some people had linked in with local 
stammering support groups but certainly not everyone... and some people are concerned 
about being open about their condition in the workplace, in case it possibly had an impact 
on, their career progression or had other negative kind of consequences for being open 
about their speech disorder in the workplace and that was a concern to me. 


Jesse James: So taking all that in how many, um, what are the staff of the network... | 
know that you... you're the head of the, staff network at the moment. Is that right? 


Vaughan Parsons: Uh, no. So I'm definitely not the head I'm probably leading on this 
network. So, um, we. had applied for some funding from NHS England to cover the cost to 
set up the network. So we put forward a proposal, they came back to us and said we're 
very keen to support this network. Once we had some funding secured, then we set about 
setting up a leadership group, if you like, of colleagues across various different NHS trusts 
to essentially assist me with setting up the network. 


So, we have a psychologist, we've got a pediatrician, we've got a corporate, manager and 
we've got people represented from the, administration kind of section of the workforce. So 
there's a group of us who are kind of responsible for the network. 


Jesse James: That's excellent. That's sounds like a great team in place. And, um, when... 
is that going to be some kind of announcement or open time where this comes into full 
fruition, where this is going to be executed and is there other plans have monthly meetings, 
maybe some kind of webinar, anything like that? 


Have you got any... | Know you guys are just getting your feet off the ground, but how's this 
actually going to start to be open to everyone available in the NHS. Sorry to front load this a 
bit, but I just, I'm a bit excited to see how this is coming about. 


Vaughan Parsons: Yep, no worries. So, a quick update on our progress. So, we've just 
spent the last three months developing the network. So the network will comprise of certain 
kind of components. So we have a website specifically for NHS employees who stammer, 
and that website will contain a host of information and resources about stammering. Advice 
and suggestions on how to manage a stammer in the workplace, advice for managers, HR 
and occupational health as well. 


The other part of, and | think a more, not more important part, but certainly, an important 
part of the network is we've also trained up a small group of peer mentors... so this is other 
NHS staff members who stammer and the purpose there is really to offer a one-to-one 
practical peer mentor support to start members who would find it valuable just to have an 
opportunity to link in with someone on a one-to-one basis, to talk about any workplace 
issues that they may be experiencing, if someone's interested in exploring, career 
progression opportunities but not quite sure on how to do that because they may have 
concerns about their stammer, there will be opportunities to kind of just offer some 
practical advice and support. 


Jesse James: Can | ask... although | know you're GSTT guys and St. Thomas's NHS trust 
are you working with, | Know you're just starting again. So this might be a no, but you say 
NHS as in any trust, every trust, is there been any support or interest from other trusts to 
help bolster this as well? Or is it just in the beginning phases with guys and St.Thomas first. 


Vaughan Parsons: Yeah. So, this is definitely not a GSTT led network. This is a national 
England NHS network for all NHS staff. It just happens to be that I’m based at GSTT as is 
one of the other leadership group members but the plan will be to roll this network out 
across all NHS organizations.In England, | think there's about 280. 


One of the senior staff members at NHS employers who heads up, his role is the head of 
equality and diversity. He is very supportive of this network. So the plan is that we will send 
the information out to the Comms team at all organizations, and just ask them to promote 
the network locally to their staff members. 


Jesse James: Right, | didn’t want to get that wrong, because | don't want people just to 
think. It's just Guys and St. Thomas project. This is great. It's a big initiative. How can we 
help? Not just us, but anyone listening. Is there any way we can help to bolster this or even 
support because it sounds like a big undertaking to be honest with you, especially if it's all 
of NHS - it is very broad - what kind of help could you receive at this point? 


Vaughan Parsons: So | think, one of the biggest challenges we're going to have is 
promoting the network. So whilst we had said there were about 170 trusts who promoted 
our survey about 18 months ago. I'm hoping we're going to get even more trust’s who will 
be happy to advertise the network to their staff but | think to answer your question, if 
people can just signpost people to the website - so information about the website will be 
sent out to GSTT in the coming weeks just sign post people to the network. 


Jesse James: Do you need us to share anything right now... at the time of this recording 
listeners it is late April 2021 and we're still in the development phase but is there anything 
actionable anyone could do at this point or do you just want to spread the word and get 
everybody ready 


Vaughan Parsons: Uhm.. yeah, so | think the latter definitely. So just preparing people, | 
suppose, for the launch of the network in the coming weeks and as | say, you know, if 
anyone works with colleagues who they think might be interested in the network maybe 
suggest signposting them or at least having a conversation with them but | suppose the 
other thing, just to bear in mind and to be conscious of, if you like is, for a lot of people who 
manages a stammer, this is a very, very personal condition. So some people may not feel 
that they want to talk openly about their stammer. So probably just be mindful of not 
approaching people directly saying that's a stammering network that | think, you know, 
would be great for you, but maybe do it a little bit more subtly. 


Jesse James: | think that's fair. | mean, we've had discussions of people with disabilities 
and, you know, they've said the same thing, any kind of personal challenge might not be 
one to be shared because someone might, you know, internalize it wrong or may not be 
ready to come out with it or share, or, you know, so everyone in their own time. 


So | think you've got the right approach and yeah, we really do just want to help raise you 
up and let people know that, you know, what you're doing is existing. There is the 
stammering network that can help, if people want to reach out. 


Do you have any dates that you feel this will be in fruition - The website launch for example 
do you have any perspective dates? 


Vaughan Parsons: So the date I’m working towards is the week of the 10th of May, I’m 
hoping we'll be ready to launch. So we're going to do a pilot or a soft launch in the first 
instance. So | had about 50 NHS staff contact me when the online survey was launched 
from across England saying that they were interested in the network. 


So I'm going to do a soft launch to this small group of people in the first instance, and also 
including staff at GSTT just so we can gauge what the level of interest is going to be for our 
peer mentoring program because | don't want to overburden our small group of mentors 
and then a month or two after that, then we'll do a wider launch to a larger set of trusts and 
then continue out over the kind of the coming months but the other thing I'm also mindful of 
is the international stammering or stuttering day in September and I'd like to do a campaign 
around raising awareness of stammering. 


Jesse James: Ah, | didn't even know that existed - is there a date on that - the 
international stuttering / stammering? Is it an international day? 


Vaughan Parsons: There is, and | don't have the date off the top of my head. 
Jesse James: It's fine. Well, there's so many date events, so many things going on.. 
Vaughan Parsons: You put me on the spot now.. heh.. 


Jesse James: Oh, no, that's fine. That's fine. Honestly, even I'm going to put myself out 
there just cause | don't want to make you feel uncomfortable. Even. | know there's a day of 
blind and partially sighted people. | don't know it because sometimes it changes and 
there's so many different events, some of them are regional, UK might have one, the US 
might have one, you know, Asia might have one, so it's very hard to keep everything in 
alignment. So don't feel bad about not knowing about that right now, but | know that 
probably when you're website launches, all the information will be that as well. 


Vaughan Parsons: Yeah. 


Jesse James: And we'll make sure as part of the staff disability long-term health conditions 
forum, we'll have the information available on our intranet as well, as well as the podcast 
subscription. 


In fact, | always try to link as much information as | can in the podcast description, the 
documentary we mentioned, the BBC one (I can’t say me name) will be in the podcast 
description 


Vaughan Parsons: Yep. 


Jesse James: Is there anything else because I’m gonna wrap this up, thank you for your 
time. Is there anything you would point people to in the meantime, while you're doing this 
Stammering Network on the side, anything that helps you in your life, that you would 
recommend any, anything at all, whether its a book, whether it's a website, whether it was a 
ted talk, anything that comes to mind that you think would educate the people that, non- 
stammer’s like myself and stammer’s as well - Do you have anything to add? 


Vaughan Parsons: Yeah, so | suppose the other useful, point of contact in which to 
signpost people to would be the British stammering association, which they currently trade 
under the name of Stamma, they have a wealth of information and resources on 
stammering that people can access as well, so people can find them at https://stamma.org 
and that's the UK stammering association. 


Jesse James: That's great and if anyone wants, if anyone's listening and wants to share 
information with us, things that myself and Vaughn doesn't know, you can email, but again, 
in the podcast description, I'll also put links and how to contact the forum in general. And, 
uh, Vaughan this has been very informative, so much to learn. 


| know we're strapped for time because we're also working in our NHS daily roles. We're 
trying to do multiple things, so we're trying to juggle a lot of things, but | want to thank you 
for creating a network. | didn't know about it. It's great. You know, | feel kind of strange 
because my Uncle had it. | didn't know how to frame it - | didn't know what to call it. | didn't 
know what it was. | didn't understand how people lived with it as well and the BBC 
documentary enlightened me on a lot of things as well that | just find it very fascinating 
Cause you never know, you really don't know about these things until you hear it from the 
people that are dealing with it one way or another, so it's great to hear that you're going to 
be lending support to them within the trust and not just the trust outside the trust as a 
national campaign. So | commend you. | salute you for doing that. Thank you for bringing 
that to our attention. 


Vaughan Parsons: No worries. Thank you for the opportunity to come and speak with you 
today about it. 


Jesse James: | appreciate that. | appreciate your time and guys, once again, thank you for 
listening to another episode of Feedback - links in the description, share the podcast with 
your social networks, with your work colleague, anyone we feel is relevant to - please do it 
subtly don't be bullish. Let's all be friendly and caring and listen - and yeah, let's just, let's 
just keep it going. 


So Vaughn, we're very excited to see the developments. We can't wait for the launch. We'll 
again, be promoting that as much as possible and you listening thank you for your time. 
Thank you for listening.. and we'll see on the next recording 


If you're interested, by the way in being part of this podcast project - if you feel like there's 
something, a community you're developing or you think is relevant to our mission statement, 
which is to, again, uplift and educate and help. Then again, get in contact with me, 
j.kofi@nhs.net, the links will be in the description again. 


Thank you so much for listening guys.. and we'll see you on the next recording. 


